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How Lansing Has
Reassessed Its
Reading Program
In Light of
Research Trends

by Dr. Richard J. Halik

In the light both of current popular
interest in the teaching of phonics as seen in
the media and of the Michigan Department
of Education's definition of reading, which
reflects new research findings, the Lansing
School District has paused to assess its own
program. This assessment has resulted in the
formulation of some basic assumptions which
the district sees as being useful as we continue
to develop the strongest possible literacy
program.

time, like skill in playing musical
instruments. Indeed, it is a lifelong
endeavor. Third, as with a musical
score, there may be more than one
interpretation of a text. The
interpretation depends upon the
background of the reader, the purpose
of reading, and the context in which
reading occurs."
Reading Aloud is Important:
We also agree with the U.S. Department
of Education publication, What Works, that
the most important activity for building the
knowledge required for eventual success in
reading is reading aloud to children.

Reading is the Process of Constructing
Meaning from Written Text:
The majority of scholars in the field now
agree on the nature of reading. Reading is the
process of constructing meaning from written
text. It is a complex skill requiring the
coordination of a number of interrelated
sources of information. We concur with this
definition and feel that it is best expressed in
Becoming a Nation of Readers, the report
of the National Institute of Education and the
Center for the Study of Reading, which states:

"The best way for parents to help
their children become better readers
is to read to them - even when they
are very young. Children benefit most
from reading aloud when they discuss
stories, /earn to identify letters and
words, and talk about the meaning of
words." (What Works)

"Reading can be compared to
the performance of a symphony
orchestra. This analogy illustrates
three points. First, like the performance
of a symphony, reading is a holistic
act. In other words, while reading can
be analyzed into sub-skills, such as
discriminating letters and identifying
words, performing the sub-skills one
at a time does not constitute reading.
Reading can be said to take place
only when the parts are put together
in a smooth integrated performance.
Second, success in reading comes
from practice over long periods of

Parents and teachers need to continue to
read to children through the elementary
grades. While children begin to read by
reading words that are in their speaking and
listening voccabulary, by the latter elementary
grades they must be able to read and
understand words that are most likely to be
encountered only in written text. They gain
understanding of these words through the use
of context. However, experience with hearing
the story language will make the talk of
reading much easier and more enjoyable.
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handwriting or spelling. Handwriting and
spelling skills will improve with physical
development, practice, and appropriate
instruction.

Reading Begins When Children Have
Formed a Language Foundation:
While there is increasing expectation
that systematic reading instruction will begin
in kindergarten, there is also resistance from
many quarters. Some students have developed
the prerequisite oral language vocabulary
and concepts and have learned to identify
letters and words and talk about the
meanings of words. These children may be
ready to begin systematic reading instruction.
The children least ready for systematic
reading instruction need ample experience
with oral and printed language and early
opportunities to begin to write their ideas
and see the relationship of speech to print.

Knowledge of Phonics Facilitates
Word Identification:
Formal reading instruciton does not
begin until the learner has a basic
understanding that words written down are
what reading is about and has heard and
enjoyed many oral stories. This precedes any
process which breaks the task into sub-skills.
Phonics is a sub-skill of reading. It is
instruction in the relationship between letters
and speech sounds. Children will refine and
extend their knowledge of letter-sound
relationships through repeated opportunities
to read.

"Reading instruction builds
especially on oral language. If this
foundation is weak, progress in
reading will be slow and uncertain.
Children must have at least a basic
vocabulary, a reasonable range of
knowledge about the world about
them, and the ability to talk about
their knowledge. These abilities form
the basis for comprehending text."
(Becoming A Nation of Readers)

"Children get a better start in
reading if they are taught phonics.
Learning phonics helps them to
understand the relationship between
letters and sounds and to 'break the
code' that links the words they hear
with the words they see in print.
Because phonics is a reading tool, it is
best taught in the context of reading
instruction, not as a separate subiect
to be mastered ... ' (What Works)

In Lansing, we begin our kindergarten
program with development of a strong oral
base of sharing experiences orally and
labeling basic objects orally, pictorially, and
with written words. Basic concepts are
explored and continue to be developed as we
teach letter sounds that begin names of
persons, places, and things.
Oral language development which
includes naming basic objects, labeling basic
concepts, and understanding simple stories is
a prerequisite to successful reading growth.
Kindergarten teachers are encouraged to
select from many fine programs which can
help teachers plan concept and vocabulary
language bases.

As stated previously, there is general
agreement about the nature of reading. Most
of the controversy of reading scholars
regards beginning reading instruction. That is
method and timing of instruction.

"One of the cornerstones of
skilled reading is fast, accurate word
identification." (Becoming A Nation
of Readers)
The question, then, is how should students
be taught to read words? While research
indicates that phonics facilitates word
identification, we recognize that children
learn and apply phonics skills in different
ways. In Lansing, teaching of letter sounds is
begun in kindergarten and continues while
the early readers learn some sight words. The
beginning texts consist of stories using picture
clues, sight words, and decodable words.
Children are taught from the beginning of
instruction that reading makes sense. They
are also taught to use sense and sounds to

Writing Is a Skill that
Young Children Enjoy:
The desire to communicate provides an
incentive for mastering written language. We
believe all language activity is interrelated.
Learning to write is helpful in learning to
read. Reading helps children to develop as
writers. The emphasis on early writing should
be on content, not on mechanics such as
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decode the words. Fluency and understanding
of the text are important to the process from
the beginning.

good readers realize that reading is
worthwhile and pleasurable. Our ultimate
goal is to convince students that reading is
fun and to make lifelong readers. We must
continually verify that our instruction 1s
reinforcing these concepts with students.

Learning Styles Suggest
Two Different Approaches
for Beginning Readers'
Since we are aware that some children
have not developed sufficient visual memory
skills to process print in the aforementioned
manner, we have chosen to involve first grade
teachers in two distinctly different approaches
to beginning reading which they
enthusiastically endorse: a basal reading
program and an alternative explicit phonics,
multisensory program. Students are selected
for the two programs based on observed
characteristics. There are many advantages
to this approach. If you believe, as do
learning style theorists, that children have
different modality strengths and level of
maturity, then it follows that students who
learn well visually and have good visual
memory will learn well in a visual program
based on context and meaning. Students who
have strong auditory skills or even more
often, neither strong visual or auditory
memory, need a program that is more
structured and tactile/kinesthetic in nature.
Students using an explicit phonics process
learn the basic sounds of letters and blend the
sounds to form words. Sight words are
directly taught, and reading text is control led
so that students learn that most words are
decodable.

Richard J. Halik, Ph.D., is Superintendent of Schools of

the Lansing School District.

The Influence of Research on
Program Development
continued from page 6

situations. Specifically, teachers must be able
to identify (A) WHAT - the nature of the
materials the student is reading; (B) WHY
-the purpose for which the student is
reading; and (C) HOW - the skills and
strategies the reader must utilize in order to
perform the assigned task. Developing and
applying higher order thinking skills through
the art of questioning and group discussion
will be part of the staff development
program .
Summary
An integrated K-6 reading program was
developed for the Kalamazoo Public Schools
that incorporated the new directions in
reading and instructional strategies. It is
des igned to increase achievement, meet the
needs of all students and ensure success for all
students of grade level material. The ultim.ate
goal of this reading program is the
development of readers who can flexibly and
independently process written language for
reading.
REFERENCES

Writing and Reading are
Parts of the Same Process:
Our goal in teaching reading is to
remember that reading is a process in which
information from the text and the knowledge
of the reader act together to produce
meaning. Again, research tells us that
students who view themselves as authors and
who are aware of the decisions writers make
are more insightful as readers. A strong
process writing program benefits from and
enhances a strong reading comprehension
program.
We strive to teach students to plan
strategically how to read ' a text, develop
ways to maintain interest in what they are
reading, and recognize that with practice
reading skills will continue to improve.
Reading is done for a variety of purposes and

l . Ric hard C. Ande rson, Elfrieda H. Hiebert, Jud ith A.
Scot t ond Ian A. G . W ilk inson, Becoming a Nation
of Readers: The Report of the Commission on
Reading , N ati ona l Aca demy of Educa tion, 1985.
2. M ichi gan Departm ent of Educa ti on, Lansing, Ml ,
New Definition of Reading , 1983.
3. Coro! Cummi ngs, Teaching Makes a Difference,
Teoching Publi ca t ions, 1983.
4. Madeline Hunter, Mastery Teaching, TIP Pu blicati ons,
1984.
5. Read in g Redefined: " A
Association Paper" .

Michigan

Reading

Dr. Frank E. Rapley is Superintendent o f th e Kalama zoo

Public Schools.

11

